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In	 1858	 cricketers,	 sports’	 enthusiasts	 and	 private	 school	 students	 played	 a	
number	 of	 ‘scratch’	 football	 matches	 in	 a	 Melbourne	 park.	 The	 players	 who	
participated	in	these	games	brought	a	plethora	of	styles	derived	from	British	and	
Irish	 Folk	 and	 regional	 football	 and	 British	 public	 school	 variants.	 Some	 have	
claimed	that	indigenous	forms	of	football	such	as	Marngrook	also	played	a	role	in	
the	 formation	 of	 Australian	 rules,	 but	 at	 this	 time,	 there	 is	 little	 evidence	 to	
support	 this	 contention.	 In	 May	 1859,	 when	 the	 Melbourne	 football	 club	 was	
formed,	 some	members	devised	 ten	 rules	 that	 formed	 the	basis	 for	 the	unique	
code	 known	 as	 Australian	 football.	 These	 rules	were	 basic	 because	 its	writers	
wanted	 to	 invent	 a	 football	 code	 that	 was	 easy	 to	 understand	 and	 could	 be	
readily	adopted	by	players	from	any	football	background.	The	limited	number	of	
rules	also	ensured	that	the	game	evolved	on	the	field	during	actual	play,	and	the	
conventions	 developed	on	 the	 field	were	 later	written	 into	 revised	 versions	of	
the	rules	that	appeared	in	the	1860s	and	early	1870s.	
	
In	football’s	early	days,	the	major	clubs	were	Melbourne,	South	Yarra,	Richmond,	
St	 Kilda,	 Royal	 Park,	 and	 Carlton.	 The	 players	 in	 these	 clubs	 were	 generally	
middle	class	gentleman	and	professional	and	amateur	cricketers	who	used	their	
half‐day	holiday	on	Saturday	afternoons	to	follow	an	amateur	sporting	pastime.	
Many	were	civil	servants,	doctors,	solicitors,	and	businessmen.	Most	spectators	
who	 attended	 the	 early	 matches	 were	 friends	 and	 relatives	 of	 the	 players	
involved,	 but	 from	 its	 very	 beginnings,	 Australian	 football	 was	 played	 in	
Melbourne’s	public	parks,	including	Richmond	Paddock	(surrounding	the	MCG),	
Albert	 Park,	 and	 Royal	 Park.	 These	 parklands	 not	 only	 hosted	 the	many	 clubs	
that	played	 in	 the	 late	1860s	and	early	1870s,	 but	 also	offered	 football	 as	 free	
entertainment.	 Before	 long,	 exciting	 matches,	 especially	 those	 between	
Melbourne	and	Carlton,	were	attracting	crowds	 in	the	thousands	and	Victoria’s	
love	affair	with	football	had	begun.	The	early	game	was	aligned	with	rugby‐style	
roots	so	low	scoring	contests	and	gladiatorial	tests	of	strength	between	‘warrior’	
sportsman	in	packs	and	around	the	ground	was	the	norm.	Champions	such	as	the	
athletic	 and	 fleet	 footed	 H.C.A.	 Harrison,	 the	 robust	 Jack	 Conway,	 the	 dashing	
George	O’Mullane,	the	gentlemanly	Robert	Murray	Smith,	and	the	tear	away	Tom	
Wills	were	some	of	football’s	best‐known	pioneering	heroes.	
 
As	the	1870s	progressed	football	became	more	popular	and	by	1873	there	were	
as	many	as	100	clubs	in	Melbourne,	Geelong	and	the	rest	of	Victoria.	Two	years	
later	 the	 number	 of	 clubs	 had	 grown	 to	 140.	 These	 clubs	 had	 about	 5,500	
members	and	around	4,000	men	played	 football	 every	Saturday.	The	Victorian	
public	 also	 loved	 the	 game	 and	 matches	 between	 Melbourne	 and	 Carlton	
attracted	 the	 biggest	 sporting	 crowds	 in	 the	 world,	 and	 given	 football’s	
popularity	 some	advocated	 inter‐colonial	 contests	 (especially	 between	Victoria	
and	South	Australia)	as	a	means	by	which	 to	spread	 the	code	and	 improve	 the	
standard	of	play.		
	
Carlton	 dominated	 football	 in	 the	 1870s	 and	 was	 the	 premier	 team	 on	 five	
occasions	in	this	decade.	It	was	considered	to	be	a	‘democratic’	club,	in	contrast	
to	 the	 establishment‐minded	 Melbourne	 and	 South	 Yarra.	 Carlton	 was	 an	
innovator	 in	 recruiting	 from	 local	 zones	 and	 also	 exploited	 the	 ‘little	mark’	 ‐	 a	
mark	taken	when	the	ball	was	kicked	from	a	distance	of	three	to	five	meters,	and	
this	 was	 used	 instead	 of	 hand	 passing	 to	maintain	 a	mobile	 possession	 game.	
Carlton	 also	 attracted	 a	 raft	 of	 fine	 players	 such	 as	 George	 Coulthard,	 “Lanty”	
O’Brien,	 Billy	 Dedman,	 Harry	 Guy,	 Jack	Donovan	 and	 Billy	 Lacey.	 A	 number	 of	
new	junior	clubs	also	emerged	in	the	1870s,	including	Essendon	that	had	a	team	
on	 the	 field	 in	 1873.	 Essendon	 was	 founded	 by	 a	 business	 and	 pastoral	
establishment	 that	 inhabited	 the	 north	 of	 the	 city,	 and	 foremost	 amongst	 its	
members	was	Alex	McCracken,	part	of	a	successful	local	brewing	family	that	had	
its	main	business	in	Melbourne’s	CBD.	
	
McCracken	was	a	sports	enthusiast	and	it	was	his	drive	and	determination	that	
helped	establish	Essendon	as	one	of	the	great	clubs	of	Australian	football.	In	the	
club’s	 early	 days	 a	 sizeable	 portion	 of	 the	 playing	 group	 was	 recruited	 from	
Scotch	College.	The	McCracken	family	was	staunchly	Presbyterian	and	had	many	
contacts	 with	 the	 like‐minded	 private	 school.	 Essendon	 also	 attracted	 many	
professionals	 to	 its	 ranks,	 and	was	known	as	 the	preferred	club	 for	 those	who	
were	 involved	 in	 the	 law.	 Like	Melbourne	 and	South	Yarra,	 Essendon	also	had	
many	professionals	such	as	doctors,	clergymen,	military	men,	and	bank	officials	
in	its	ranks.	
	
In	 1877	 the	 growth	of	 the	 game	 led	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 the	Victorian	 Football	
Association	 (VFA).	 The	 VFA	 had	 the	 power	 to	 revise	 the	 rules,	 be	 a	 court	 of	
appeal	for	disputing	clubs,	organize	inter‐colonial	matches,	and	generally	looked	
after	 the	 best	 interests	 of	 the	 game.	 There	 were	 five	 senior	 clubs	 in	 1877:	
Melbourne,	 Carlton,	 Hotham	 (North	 Melbourne),	 Albert	 Park	 (this	 club	 later	
merged	 with	 South	 Melbourne),	 and	 St	 Kilda	 (not	 the	 present	 St	 Kilda	 club).	
Geelong	and	Ballarat	were	also	in	the	VFA	and	played	some	matches	against	the	
other	senior	clubs.	Smaller	(or	junior)	clubs	like	Essendon	and	West	Melbourne	
became	 VFA	 senior	 teams	 in	 1878.	 Clubs	 could	 achieve	 senior	 status	 if	 they	
possessed	sizable	memberships	and	a	fenced	playing	ground.	
	
Carlton	was	the	first	VFA	premier,	but	in	the	following	year	Geelong	became	the	
dominant	force	in	Victorian	football.	Geelong	revolutionized	the	way	football	was	
played.	In	its	early	phase,	Australian	football	was	very	defensive	and	low	scoring.	
There	were	plenty	of	 scrimmages	 (scrums)	where	big	 ‘followers’	brought	 their	
weight	to	packs	that	formed	around	contested	ball,	and	from	these	packs	the	ball	
would	be	fished	out	to	fast	running	men	like	H.C.A.	Harrison	who	ran	it	up	field.	
In	1878	however	Geelong	developed	a	system	of	play	that	moved	the	ball	much	
faster	by	kicking	to	players	running	 into	space.	Team	tactics	developed	around	
quickly	 passing	 the	 ball	 to	 players	who	 ran	 into	 pre‐planned	 positions	 on	 the	
field.	They	could	then	mark	the	ball	 in	uncontested	situations	and	pass	the	ball	
further	 up	 field	 to	 a	 teammate	 following	 similar	 instructions.	 Geelong	 became	
famous	for	disciplined	teamwork	that	was	said	to	function	like	‘clockwork’.	The	
“Pivots”	as	Geelong	were	known	at	that	time	also	possessed	a	team	of	legendary	
champions,	 including	 Jim	 Wilson,	 Percy	 Douglass,	 Jumbo	 Kerley,	 Dave	
Hickinbotham	 and	 Hugh	 McLean.	 Geelong’s	 great	 teams	 helped	 it	 win	 seven	
premierships	between	1878‐1886.	
	
In	the	late	1870s	more	working	class	people	secured	Saturday	half‐holidays	from	
work,	 which	 led	 to	 increasing	 participation	 rates	 in	 football	 for	 players	 and	
spectators.	Even	after	football	moved	out	of	Melbourne’s	parks	and	into	enclosed	
cricket	grounds,	which	charged	sixpence	for	basic	entry,	the	game	continued	to	
attract	a	massive	following.	In	the	late	1870s	crowds	of	10,000	were	normal	for	
matches	 between	 Melbourne	 and	 Carlton.	 Inter‐colonial	 contests	 with	 South	
Australia	 also	 began	 in	 1878	 and	 Victorian	 clubs	 were	 soon	 going	 on	 inter‐
colonial	tours	to	places	like	Adelaide,	Hobart	and	Sydney.	
	
The	 1880s	was	 a	 golden	 era	 in	 football	 history.	Melbourne	 became	 one	 of	 the	
most	affluent	cities	in	the	world	and	was	called	“Marvellous	Melbourne”.	The	city	
profited	from	the	wealth	accumulated	during	the	gold	rushes	and	then	received	
considerable	capital	investment	from	British	financiers	that	fed	a	real	estate	and	
public	works	boom	that	soon	attracted	hoards	of	immigrants.	As	the	population	
increased	 matches	 between	 powerful	 clubs	 like	 Geelong,	 South	 Melbourne,	
Carlton	 and	Essendon	drew	 crowds	 of	 up	 to	 30,000.	These	were	world	 record	
attendances	 for	 sports	 viewing	 and	 sometimes	 attracted	 around	10	 percent	 of	
Melbourne’s	population.	Football	was	now	firmly	entrenched	as	a	mass	spectator	
sport	and	became	known	as	the	‘people’s	game’.		
	
The	 growth	 of	 Melbourne’s	 suburbs	 and	 its	 new	 public	 transport	 links	
encouraged	 people	 to	 flock	 to	matches,	 and	 in	 response	 to	 these	 demands	 the	
VFA	 expanded	 the	 competition.	 It	 brought	 in	 new	 clubs	 such	 as	 University,	
Richmond,	Prahran	and	Fitzroy;	as	well	as	clubs	firmly	 identified	with	working	
class	 support,	 such	 as	 Port	Melbourne,	 Footscray	 and	Williamstown.	 Football’s	
increasing	popularity	was	also	due	to	an	evolution	in	the	game	that	brought	fast	
and	open	play,	long	kicking	and	highly	skilful	performers.	In	the	1870s	a	rule	was	
introduced	 that	 prohibited	 players	 from	 holding	 the	 ball,	 and	 when	 tackled	 a	
player	had	to	drop	the	ball.	This	rule	change	discouraged	the	formation	of	packs	
and	 opened	 up	 play.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 and	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 clubs	 like	
Geelong,	 teams	began	 to	 adopt	 a	 long	 kicking	 and	 fast	moving	 game.	 The	high	
mark	was	also	popular	in	the	1880s	and	players	like	Geelong’s	Jumbo	Kerley	and	
Essendon’s	Charles	Pearson	excelled	at	this	athletic	art	form.	Defensive	styles	of	
play	 however	 persisted	 and	 relied	 on	 creating	 scrimmages	 where	 superior	
weight	and	power	in	the	clinches	would	earn	possession.		
	
One	 of	 the	 best	 exponents	 of	 this	 style	was	 the	mighty	 South	Melbourne	 club.	
During	 the	1880s	South	Melbourne	was	Geelong’s	greatest	 rival	 and	was	often	
associated	with	a	power	style	of	football	that	relied	on	groups	of	strong	followers	
around	the	ground	that	did	the	muscle	work	in	combination	with	highly	skilled	
and	brilliant	footballers	that	could	move	the	ball	quickly.	In	its	determination	to	
beat	Geelong,	South	Melbourne	did	much	to	bring	semi‐	and	full	professionalism	
into	 football.	 In	 the	 process	 it	 recruited	 some	 of	 the	 greatest	 players	 in	 the	
nineteenth	 century,	 including	 the	 peerless	 Peter	 Burns,	 Dinny	McKay,	 “Sonny”	
Elms,	 Harry	 Purdy,	 Jimmy	 Young,	 Dick	 Doran	 and	 Bolivar	 Powell.	 South	
Melbourne	 was	 indeed	 a	 great	 football	 dynasty	 and	 collected	 premierships	 in	
1881,	1885,	and	1888‐90.	It	was	also	the	only	club	to	get	the	better	of	Geelong	in	
head	to	head	contests	 in	the	pre‐VFL	era.	Carlton	also	remained	a	 leading	club,	
and	 landed	 the	premiership	 in	1887.	The	Blues	had	 greats	 such	 as	 Jack	Baker,	
Tommy	 Leydin	 and	 Sam	 Bloomfield.	 Other	 superb	 players	 during	 the	 1880s	
included	 Port	 Melbourne’s	 Billy	 Hannessey,	 Hotham’s	 Dick	 Houston,	 Ballarat	
Imperial’s	George	McKenzie,	and	Fitzroy’s	Jack	Worrall.		
	
As	 football	 headed	 towards	 the	 twentieth	 century	 professionalism	 had	
undermined	the	amateur	principles	upon	which	the	game	had	been	founded.	In	
the	 1870s	 Carlton	 attracted	 players	with	 annual	 gifts	 for	 fine	 play,	 but	 by	 the	
1880s	 clubs	 like	 South	 Melbourne	 took	 player	 ‘rewards’	 to	 new	 levels.	 Many	
clubs	offered	inter‐colonial	trips,	‘billets’	(a	practice	where	clubs	would	find	a	job	
and	accommodation	 for	players),	and	under	 the	 table	cash	payments	 to	recruit	
outstanding	players.	These	inducements	were	particularly	important	to	working	
class	sportsmen	who	could	use	the	money	to	rise	up	the	socio‐economic	ladder.	
It	 appears	 that	 £2	was	 a	 normal	match	 payment	 at	 this	 time,	 but	 the	 greatest	
players	 likely	 did	 not	 need	 to	work	 at	 all	 and	 some	were	 set	 up	 in	 businesses	
such	as	the	hotel	trade.		
	
The	 VFA’s	 attempt	 to	 prevent	 professionalism	 was	 rarely	 successful,	 but	 the	
severe	 economic	depression	 that	 affected	Melbourne	 in	 the	1890s	 saw	a	 rapid	
decline	in	this	practice.	The	game	also	struggled	in	other	areas,	especially	crowd	
disturbances	(including	attacks	on	players	by	rival	supporters),	and	complaints	
about	 defensive	 and	 unattractive	 football	 styles.	 The	 1890s	 however	 saw	 the	
introduction	of	the	popular	Collingwood	football	club	(1892),	and	the	‘Magpies’	
soon	became	the	most	famous	club	in	the	country.	The	1890s	also	saw	the	rise	of	
magnificent	Essendon	teams	that	won	an	unprecedented	four	premierships	in	a	
row	between	1891‐94	(a	feat	not	even	Geelong	could	match).	Essendon	‐	known	
as	“The	Same	Old”	‐	attracted	the	best	players	in	tough	economic	times	by	finding	
employment	 for	some	as	clerks,	and	 found	other	 inventive	ways	 to	circumvent	
rules	forbidding	player	payments.	As	such,	the	team	boasted	stars	such	as	Albert	
Thurgood,	 Tracker	 Forbes,	 George	 Vautin,	 Alec	 Dick,	 Billy	 Crebbin,	 Colin	
Campbell,	 “Pos”	 Watson,	 and	 Ned	 Officer.	 Other	 greats	 in	 the	 1890s	 included	
Fitzroy’s	 Tom	 Banks,	 Melbourne’s	 Fred	 McGiniss	 and	 Dolly	 Christy,	 and	
Collingwood’s	Bill	Strickland.	
	
When	Essendon	champion	Albert	Thurgood	left	Victoria	to	play	for	Fremantle	in	
Western	 Australia	 in	 1895	 he	 joined	 an	 exodus	 of	 some	 of	 Victoria’s	 best	
footballers	to	that	colony.	WA’s	football	competition	was	attracting	considerable	
talent	 because	 of	 the	wealth	 generated	 by	 the	Kalgoorlie	 gold	 rushes,	 some	 of	
which	 found	 its	way	 to	 football	 clubs	 in	 Perth	 and	 Fremantle.	 This	 helped	 the	
VFA’s	efforts	to	eliminate	professionalism	and	forced	clubs	to	develop	their	local	
junior	 zones	 to	 gain	 new	 football	 talent.	 Fitzroy	 and	 Collingwood,	 premiers	 in	
1895	and	1896	respectively,	were	extremely	successful	 in	this	regard	and	built	
their	VFL	success	on	these	recruiting	grounds.		
	
By	late	1896	the	tensions	between	Victoria’s	powerful	clubs	and	lesser	lights	led	
to	 a	 breakaway	 movement.	 The	 VFA	 had	 become	 a	 tired	 and	 ineffective	
organisation	and	struggled	to	curtail	crowd	problems	in	a	game	that	was	losing	
public	 support.	 Consequently,	 the	 Victorian	 Football	 League	 was	 formed	 by	
Carlton,	Collingwood,	Essendon,	Fitzroy,	Geelong,	Melbourne,	South	Melbourne,	
and	St	Kilda.	The	VFL	argued	that	it	was	best	placed	to	reinvigorate	the	game	in	
Victoria	and	its	strongest	clubs	wanted	to	re‐build	their	financial	strength.	Those	
clubs	 left	behind	‐	Footscray,	North	Melbourne,	Port	Melbourne,	Richmond	and	
Williamstown	–	helped	rebuild	the	VFA	as	football	entered	a	new	modern	stage	
of	development.		
	
	
Mark	Pennings	is	a	senior	lecturer	in	Visual	Arts	in	the	Media,	Entertainment	
and	Creative	Arts	School	at	Queensland	University	of	Technology.	His	recently	
published	book	Origins	of	Australian	Football:	Victoria’s	Early	History	1858‐76	is	
the	first	of	a	four	part	series	on	the	history	of	football	between	1858‐96	
(published	by	Connor	Court)	that	will	be	released	in	2013.	He	has	also	written	
about	football’s	early	history	in	the	journal	Sporting	Traditions	and	other	
academic	texts.	He	also	has	a	new	website	
http://australian‐football.com.au/index.shtml	
	
